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THYREOID.' 

BY SAMUEL AYRES, M.D., 

Pittsburg. 

A N apology would certainly be due the members 
present, were I to occupy much time in the re¬ 
cital of the clinical memoranda of a single case of 
myxoedema. It is so well known that reports of cases of 
this disease and the new treatment have been multiply¬ 
ing in the journals and before medical bodies for the last 
two years or more, that it would be quite superfluous to 
add, and doubtless, tiresome to receive another on art 
occasion like this. Besides, the subject has been ex¬ 
haustively treated by a number of physicians abroad and 
by several in our own country, especially Drs. J. J. Put¬ 
nam , 1 2 Hun and Prudden , 3 4 Kinnicutt,' Gray , 5 and Crary . 6 


1 Read at the meeting of the American Neurological Association, 
Washington, D. C., May 30, 1S94. 

2 American Journal of the Medical Sciences , August and October, 
1883. Boston Medical and Surgical Journal, February 15, 1894. 

3 American Journal of the Medical Sciences, January and August, 
1888. 

4 New York Medical Record, Vol. xliv., p. 449. 

5 Nervous and Mental Diseases, p. 537. 

6 American Journal oj the Medical Sciences, Vol. cvii., No. 5, p. 515. 
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My purpose in the present paper is to briefly refer to 
this case, to speak of a few points in the treatment of 
sheep’s thyreoid, and, especially, to offer some sugges¬ 
tions as to the possibility of this remedy in other dis¬ 
eases. 

Unquestionably, the thyreoid preparation as now 
generally used is as nearly a specific for the temporary 
cure of myxoedema as could be desired; and that it is, 
as has been well said, one of the greatest therapeutic 
triumphs of the age, cannot be doubted by any one who 
has witnessed the marvelous transformation effected by 
it. 

The majority of cases have, however, shown a ten¬ 
dency to relapse after a certain time on suspending 
treatment, so that the remedy cannot be claimed as a 
permanent cure for all cases ; but the symptoms yield so 
rapidly, to a renewal of the medicine or are so effectually 
controlled by an occasional dose, that for practical pur¬ 
poses, the cure can be regarded as complete. 

Many details as to the dosage, the best forms of the 
preparation, the frequency of administration, etc., are 
quite well established and need but a moment’s refer¬ 
ence. The hypodermic method is now rarely resorted 
to, for the reason that the powder or extract in capsules 
or tabloids internally is quite as efficacious, is easily 
taken and is not in moderate doses attended with the 
danger which has frequently followed the sudden intro¬ 
duction of the medicine subcutaneously. 

Thyreoid transplantation, the history of which is so 
well known, or the ingestion of the raw gland, is, I pre¬ 
sume, rarely practiced now as a therapeutic measure. 

The dessicated powder, in capsule or in keratin 
coated pills, as first suggested in this country, I think, 
by Dr. J. J. Putnam, is perhaps the most satisfactory 
form of the preparation so far devised and that which is 
most generally employed. The dosage has varied 
widely, but from the very unpleasant and even danger¬ 
ous symptoms often resulting from large doses, it would 
seem that one or two grains given daily, and gradually 
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increased to five grains twice or thrice daily, is quite 
sufficient. This quantity should be diminished by 
degrees as improvement follows, until it be finally 
withdrawn. 

The importance of obtaining a reliable preparation of 
the gland is very great, for it has been shown that these 
bodies are after the seat of cystic degeneration. This 
may account for some failures in the use of the 
remedy. 

Referring to the case of myxoedema that is the sub¬ 
ject of this paper, it may be briefly stated that she was a 
widow fifty-three years of age, sent to me for advice in 
December, 1893, by Dr. Pillow, of Butler, Pa., who had 
correctly diagnosed the disease. Her weight at that 
time was 204 pounds,—formerly in health, 160 pounds. 
The disorder was then of two years’ duration, and re¬ 
sulted apparently, as so many cases do, from emotional 
disturbances,—great worry and anxiety. All of the 
characteristic symptoms were present which need not 
now be narrated, as they are so well known to all of you. 
The temperature was normal, also the urine. The blood 
was not examined. 

The thyreoid gland became enlarged in the early 
stage of her disease, as is often noted, and then grad¬ 
ually atrophied, so that at the time of my examination in 
December, it could not be detected. The dose of thy¬ 
roid recommended by me to her physician was fifteen 
grains of the desiccated powder in three equal capsules 
every other day; but by some misunderstanding, she 
took this quantity every day, and soon experienced all 
the severe effects of such large doses, viz.: nausea, 
tremor, palpitation, weakness, flushing of face, vertigo 
and anorexia. At the end of one week, it became neces¬ 
sary to reduce the dose to three grains three times daily, 
which was continued for three weeks. At the expiration 
of this period, or four weeks from the commencement of 
treatment, the result was certainly striking and most 
gratifying. The patient had lost forty pounds in weight, 
and excepting considerable weakness, was practically 
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free from the myxcedematous symptoms. She continued 
quite well until April 12th last, when having actively 
resumed her business, which was that of millinery, and 
entailed much care, she observed a slight enlargement 
of the thyroid body, some recurrence of the supra-clavi- 
cular tumefaction, insomnia, slight defect in memory and 
a scaly roughness of the facial integument. She at once 
returned to the thyreoid, taking ten grains every other 
day for one week, with entire relief of all symptoms, and 
has remained well since the above date. 

The use that may be made of sheep’s thyroid in the 
treatment of other diseases opens up quite an interest¬ 
ing field for investigation and one that has been little 
developed. 

The line of reasoning pursued by Bircher, Kocher, 
Horsley and Murray, and which lead to the application 
of thyreoid in myxoedema seems quite logical to us now; 
that is, to supply to the economy that “something” of 
which it was deprived by the atrophy of the thyroid 
gland. But it does not, of course, seem quite so rational 
to make use of this preparation or to expect favorable 
results from such use, in diseases, in which this gland is 
apparently not involved. Yet the experience of B. 
Bramwell 7 with it in some cases of psoriasis and lupus 
without myxoedema, shows that its aetion may decidedly 
modify the nutrition of the skin ; and the benefit that 
has accrued in some cases of obesity without known dis¬ 
eases of the thyreoid body proves that it has consider¬ 
able effect in this condition. 

Dr. Putnam in his able paper 8 read before the Suffolk 
District Medical Society, last December, refers to the 
trial made by Vermehren, of Copenhagen, of thyroid in 
several cases of impaired nutrition, but the results of 
these experiments are, I believe, not noted. 

A case of melancholia reported by Dr. Claye Shaw, 9 
which was thought to be insane some time before myx- 

'• British Medical Journal , March 24, 1894, p. 617. 

s Boston Medical and Surgical Journal , February 15, 1894. 

9 British Medical Journal , August 27, 1892, p. 451. 
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oedema developed and was entirely cured of the mental 
and physical trouble, leads us to hope this treatment may 
favorably influence some mental disorders, and it is in 
this direction that the possibilities of the remedy are of 
considerable interest. I have been unable so far to find 
any observations on the employment of this preparation 
in cases of insanity independent of myxoedema, yet such 
use of it may have been made. 

An important preliminary to the therapeutic use of 
thyreoid in mental disorders would be a careful study of 
the condition of this gland in the insane, but unfortu 
nately, I have no data to present to the Society in this 
direction, for I have not been able to discover any inves¬ 
tigations of this character and am not aware that they 
have been made. But I trust the physicians in our 
asylums, especially, will give us the benefit of researches 
in this field at an early date. 

While not advocating by any means the indiscrimi¬ 
nate use of this remedy in all nervous and mental affec¬ 
tions, 1 would suggest a trial of it in the following: 
Selected cases of acute dementia, mania, melancholia, 
tetanus, epilepsy, chorea, anaesthesia, and in erysipelas. 

In St. Francis Hospital, in our city, where there are a 
number of cases of insane, I have advised the experi¬ 
mental use of thyreoid in some patients, but its employ¬ 
ment is too recent to report results. And in some 
private choreic and epileptic cases, I am instituting this 
treatment which will be reported at another time. 

My paper, Mr. President, which is purposely brief, 
because theoretical in this particular phase, is only in¬ 
tended as above stated to suggest a trial of thyreoid in 
non-myxcedematous diseases, and to elicit if possible 
from the members an expression of their view's as to 
what results, if any, may be expected from such treat¬ 
ment, and to ascertain if any have had personal experi¬ 
ence in this direction. 



